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mehr	 als	 gewöhnlich	 zu	 Mitautoren	 von	 Keyserlings	 Psychogeographie	 und	 unterminieren	
gleichzeitig	die	oben	als	elitäre	Subalternität	bezeichnete	Pose	des	Autors.
When the German philosopher Hermann Keyserling published his book Das Spektrum 
Europas in 1928, he was already a writer of international acclaim, who had established 
himself as one of ‘Germany’s New Prophets’.1 His chief source of fame as an author dated 
	 H.	de	Man,	‘Germany’s	New	Prophets’,	in	Yale	Review,	3:	4	(July	924),	665-683.
Comparativ | Zeitschrift für Globalgeschichte und vergleichende Gesellschaftsforschung 25 (2015) Heft 2, S. 29–44.
30 | Dina Gusejnova
back to a different project, a philosophical diary documenting his Grand Tour around 
the world, which he had embarked upon in 1911. The Travel Diary of a Philosopher 
turned him into one of the leading German orientalists.2 His use of travel writing as a 
form of cultural criticism suited the mood of the European readership in the aftermath 
of World War I.3 These two books on the Middle East and India and on Europe even-
tually formed the beginning of what became a tetralogy of Keyserling’s ethnographic 
writing, subsequently supplemented by the Southamerican Meditations, and a book on 
modern America, America Set Free.4 Aside from the German-speaking countries, he was 
therefore widely read in those countries, which the books discussed in detail, particularly 
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him were highly acclaimed and also translated some of the key works of German classical 
and modern literature, from Goethe and the Romantics to Freud and Thomas Mann. 
My particular focus will be on the theme of language and translation as it appears in his 
book on Europe. More than his other works, it contained in its stream of consciousness 
a kind of multilingual dictionary of European culture, a cultural lexicon that could be 
compared to recent efforts by Barbara Cassin.6 A key aspect of Keyserling’s approach 
to studying cultural difference was his philological pursuit of difference, a search for 
keywords of the other, variously defined by ethnicity, gender, or class. It is this philologi-
cal work within his broader project of an aristocratically inflected ethnography that I 
shall be principally concerned with in what follows. When discussing each cultural area, 
Keyserling focused on those words within a culture, which seemed to him to be least 
translatable into other languages. An untranslatable word was more than a concept for 
him: it was also a habit of thinking, and an emotional state or a social practice which 
does not exist in another culture and hence precludes understanding with reference to 
a comparable phenomenon. Keyserling’s attention was drawn to those concepts, which 
appeared unchanging through time, thus exposing some essential aspect of the respective 
cultural ‘other’ that he was reporting on. What I am interested in is what happened to 
Keyserling’s text when it was translated into other languages, and if there were any com-
mon intellectual trajectories that his translators had in common. I also want to know 
how the effect of Keyserling’s authorial voice changed once this voice no longer spoke 
German. 
I. Keyserling’s voice
What made Keyserling particularly popular in the 1930s and 1940s was the combination 
between psychoanalysis, travel writing, and a pathos of social distance, which he had first 
pioneered in his bestselling Travel Diary of a Philosopher (1919). His narrative technique 
combined his performance of his own self, a multilingual person, a Baltic Baron, and 
an author of German culture, with an ethnographic description of encountering his 
various ‘others’, defined by cultural difference, continental belonging, race, gender, or 
psychological type. He had defined his journey-cum-narrative as the ‘shortest path to 
myself ”, thereby launching a new genre of travel writing, which combined elements of 
introspection with ethnographic observations. Published in 1919, almost simultaneously 
with Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West, the Travel Diary of a Philosopher, had hit a 
nerve of the time because its global pretensions and generalisations matched the sense of 
global cataclysms that his readers associated with the aftermath of World War I. It was, 
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than either travel books or books by philosophers’.7 Not only did its anti-occidentalist 
stance and its problematisation of Europe’s future after the crisis of World War I capture 
the spirit of the time. Selling some 50,000 copies by 1933 in Germany alone, Keyserling 
had developed in the twentieth century what Alexis de Tocqueville had done for the 
nineteenth: a new type of a philosophical travel book.8 At the same time, contained ele-
ments of an embedded ethnography that Bronislaw Malinowski would only present in 
the 1960s.9 
Born in Könno in Russian Livonia, Count Keyserling (1880–1946) enjoyed the status 
of a ‘social celebrity’ particularly after the Russian Revolution had left him bereft of his 
estate and turned public speaking and publishing into one of his sources of income. He 
considered himself to be someone who was ‘historically speaking, dead’.10 Politically, he 
has been described in remarkably divergent terms, but his ideas were located in some 
middle ground between conservatism and liberalism.11 On his father’s side, he came 
from a lineage of Swedish and Baltic nobility, while on his mother’s side, his ancestors 
had been civil servants and scientists at the Russian court.12 Keyserling grew up in a mix-
ture of Protestant and Russian Orthodox influences, and was equally fluent in Russian, 
German, and French. It was typical of the Baltic nobility to cultivate a sense of cultural 
detachment from the dominant culture of the Russian Empire, whose administrative 
bodies were suspicious of German nobles despite the long history of their involvement 
in Russian affairs of state in the military or as civil servants, from serving for Russia 
in the Napoleonic Wars to performing ambassadorial functions. Nonetheless, after the 
foundation of the Duma in 1905, Keyserling himself was contemplating serving for this 
first Russian parliament for a short while, but then dismissed this thought. After the first 
Russian revolution of 1905, Keyserling was threatened with expropriation but in 1908, 
upon reaching maturity, he formally inherited his father’s property, settling in Rayküll, 
dedicating himself to the management of his estate. 
From the vantage point of the early twenty-first century, the nature of Keyserling’s public 
influence in Europe in the 1920s and 1930s could be compared to that of intellectuals 
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works combined elements of highly personal reflections with passages which take the 
reader on philosophical or literary journeys, but at such speed and with such degree of 
superficiality that it only makes sense to those who have already been initiated to the 
places and books the author is talking about from other sources. Many of Keyserling’s 
contemporaries found his ideas extremely subjectivist, arrogant and patronising, based on 
crude exaggerations and the common technique of pluralising what is in fact particular 
and accidental. What appealed to his readers were not the accounts of the Middle East, 
Asia and India or unfamiliar parts of Europe per se but the way Keyserling introduced 
his own authorial person in relation to this material. At the centre of all his travel books 
stood Keyserling’s own Protean persona, which is viewed kaleidoscopically through the 
lens of its encounter with others.13 Both the Travel Diary and Europe used psychological 
introspection to articulate his own identity as an aristocrat and a European. While the 
Travel Diary used this pathos of distance to focus on his own transformations in the face 
of the non-European, the sequel, Europe, treated the cultures of Europe itself as ‘alien’.
By writing Europe, Keyserling revealed a renewed interest in studying his home continent. 
Unlike ten years earlier, when he had left Europe driven by a ‘desire to self-fulfilment’ 
because Europe had ceased to ‘stimulate’ him, he was now keen to turn to Europe itself, 
albeit without embracing any one culture in particular.14 But like in the travel book, 
Keyserling continued to perform his role as a Baltic aristocrat of German culture, who 
wanted to provoke all ‘Philistines’ and ‘bourgeois’. He dedicated a separate chapter to 
the ‘Balts’ as a type, thereby locating himself geographically but also indicating that the 
Balts were notoriously estranged from those other Balts who represented the vernacular 
cultures of the Baltic littoral: Estonians, Lithuanians and Latvians. Europe, Keyserling 
argued, would be reinvigorated again through a reinforcement of the tensions between 
its peoples, and through openness towards racial mixture. Eventually, this may lead to a 
rejuvenation of humanity. Not wanting to exonerate the superficial tendency Keyserling 
displays, what I am chiefly interested in what follows is the way Keyserling worked with 
language to describe social and cultural distance, and how his translators transformed 
the effect of his writing. 
II. Keyserling’s keywords
Declaring that his method resembled a procedure in physics, a ‘spectral analysis’, Key-
serling began his investigation with a declaration of scepticism towards all cultures by 
stating: ‘All nations [or peoples] are, of course, despicable.’ Following this brusque intro-
duction, the book’s gaze turned to a survey of England, France, Spain, Germany, Italy, 
Hungary, Switzerland, the Low Countries, Portugal, Sweden, the Baltic states, and the 
Balkans, with a subsequent addition of Portugal. It is said that Keyserling spoke all lan-
3	 	H.	Keyserling,	Das	Reisetagebuch	eines	Philosophen,	Darmstadt	920,	vol.	,	8-24.	
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34 | Dina Gusejnova
guages with a slight Russian accent, but he would still have enunciated every word with 
its own vernacular pronunciation.
Keyserling’s ethnography of Europe can also be situated within the longer tradition of 
structural linguistics, notably, as it appears in the contemporaneous linguistic work of 
Bronislaw Malinowski and Marcel Mauss.15 Synchronically, Keyserling’s work also co-
incided with a general turn towards comparative and multilingual studies of literatures, 
which happened in the scholarly realms of literary history.16 At one level, Keyserling 
could be seen as being engaged in a scholarly or semi-scholarly endeavour, a kind of com-
parative cultural ethnography. He was building a ‘cultural lexicon’ of multiple European 
cultures from the supranational vantage point, which could be compared to such recent 
scholarly project as Reinhart Koselleck’s or Raymond Williams’ studies of concepts and 
keywords.17 In this sense, Keyserling’s insistence on the radical untranslatability of these 
concepts and their pairs was highly reminiscent of a better known argument in this di-
rection, Theodor W. Adorno’s ‚Words from Abroad’.18 In this text, Adorno justified to 
German radio audiences why using Latinised and French words in German was needed, 
suggesting that it contributed to an augmentation of meaning rather than being a mere 
display of arrogance. 
At another level, however, contextualising this work with scholarly endeavours belies 
the genre in which it was written, and the purpose, which his linguistic exercises serve. 
Europe compares cultural differences but does so in a way that gives a radically uneven 
hearing to different cultures, particularly in terms of the nature of words and length of 
discussion accrued to them. These multilingual keywords and key sentences, rendered 
in cursive, foreground the author’s own complex multilinguality rather than teaching 
the reader something about these languages. You can almost hear the author switching 
modes and pronouncing these words with their own peculiar accent. They reflect not 
just the highly variable degrees of familiarity Keyserling had with the peoples he wrote 
about, but also the particular perspective from which he acquired this familiarity. Thus, 
writing about the essence of the soul of England, Germany, and Switzerland, he draws 
on the longest list of keywords of the book: words like Das Leben, Erlebnis, Vereinswesen, 
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on Spain and Portugal only generate the words torero and saudade as their equivalents. 
His writing on Italy comprises the use of trivial phrases such as se non é vero, é ben tro-
vato, and the chapter on the Dutch introduces only the distinction between Mevrouw 
and Jouffrouw. French, by contrast, permeates the entire narrative he is presenting as the 
language of the most precise and simultaneously universal expression of whatever he has 
to say. The great exception is his writing on England, the only chapter where you will see 
him quote entire sentences and passages instead of words. It is as if the cultural lexicon 
of English was not reducible to single words but only to a way of speaking and com-
municating. The essence of Englishness for him consisted in a special way of affirming 
something through its denial: 
I think I may say without fear of contradiction – at least it seems to me so and I should 
not wish for anything to hurt anybody’s feelings – that the weather of today may perhaps 
be safely called not really bad, that would perhaps be saying too much, but somewhat less 
satisfactory than the weather of yesterday. Don’t you think so too?19 
Another example of linguistic analysis, which transcended mere vocabulary concerns 
relations between cultures, and which Keyserling performed linguistically, emerges in 
his description of the Baltic and the Balkans, where hierarchies between cultures emerge 
through absence of linguistic equivalents. In other words, the vernaculars of these East-
ern European regions are never mentioned. Instead, Keyserling stated that the Estonian 
language is associated in the mind of the baronial elites with the discourse of the servant 
classes, which he calls in German, Gesinde. Something similar happens in his discussion 
of Hungarian culture. Even more extreme, to describe the soul of the Balkans, particularly 
Romania, Keyserling never uses Romanian words or those of any other Balkan language. 
Instead, he draws on the Ukrainian-Russian author Nikolai Gogol who speaks about the 
special soul, or doukh, of the East, along with blagodat’. The latter is an important con-
cept from the language of the Orthodox church, which features prominently in one of 
the first Slavonic texts, the eleventh-century Sermon on Law and Grace, which argues that 
God’s grace is given to all peoples equally, without exceptions – a corrective introduced 
by the New Testament rendering of the old concept of grace. Like Keyserling’s own texts, 
it was written for an elite.20 
To distil the book into a catalogue of intraduisibles would be to simplify its key mecha-
nism. The purpose, for Keyserling, was not to construct a dictionary but to enable his 
readers to think about relations between languages and practices of communication be-
tween them. It was a pragmatics of multilingual Europe, and as such demonstrated the 
imperfect nature of communication between Europeans. In each chapter, the specificity 
of one linguistic community is explained not just through the narrative of the author’s 
main voice, but with reference to at least one more, third or fourth, language. 
9	 H.	Keyserling,	Analyse	Spectrale	de	l’Europe,	transl.	Alzir	Hella	and	Olivier	Bournac,	Paris	930,	30.
20	 S.	Franklin,	Sermons	and	Rhetoric	of	Kievan	Rus,	Cambridge	99.
3 | Dina Gusejnova
As a work of psychogeography, a genre which Keyserling helped reinvent, it was an irre-
ducibly multilingual text.21 In using these languages, Keyserling established hierarchical 
relations between them in a performative way. In addition, Keyserling’s text performed a 
new mode of autobiographic writing, a way of provincialising and aggrandizing Europe 
at the same time through an account of his aristocratic self. This way of writing is typi-
cally associated with postcolonial literatures. But here we have the representative of a 
doubly hegemonic voice, an author of Germanic and aristocratic provenance, stepping 
into the shoes of the subaltern subject whilst continuing to sing the song of the former 
ruling power. (i.e. talking about Estonians not having proper language at a time when 
the Estonian government is in power and Keyserling is left propertyless to lecture and 
make a living as a lecturer). Literature became a métier in which multiple imperial hier-
archies were both preserved and undone.
II. Translation and the augmentation of meaning
Europe appeared in German in 1928, and in English, French and Spanish translations 
(in multiple editions) between 1930 and 1931.22 Translating the words he considered to 
be unübersetzbar, the ‘untranslatables’, presented a particular challenge to his translators, 
but also a great opportunity. In those chapters, which were discussing the languages into 
which the main narrative was translated, the readers would experience a loss of meaning. 
Thus in the English, French or Spanish versions of the book, any ethnographic references 
to English, French or Spanish peculiarities risked to be lost given that they no longer 
stood out against the main text. The case of the text’s own multilingual nature, and its 
further complication in the process of translation, therefore provides insights and chal-
lenges for intellectual historians interested in conceptual history on multiple levels. By 
contrast, when it comes to his discussion of Germanic cultures, a translated main text 
had the effect of augmenting the original, because it highlighted only those concepts 
and sentences, which were uniquely German. Given that despite all his quatrilingualism, 
Keyserling remained fundamentally a German native speaker, this was an important 
effect because his understanding of German was infinitely more subtle than his rather 
clichéd choices of keywords in other languages. In a sense, therefore, the book only 
‘comes alive’ in English, French, and Spanish, where the German keywords obtain their 
threedimensional lives necessary to clarify Keyserling’s distinction between high German 
2	 Recent	histories	of	psychogeography	emphasise	the	French	and	British	origins	of	this	genre.	See	M.	Coverley,	
Psychogeography,	Herts	2006.	But	 in	the	earlier	twentieth	century,	 it	would	be	 important	to	foreground	the	
German	tradition	stretching	back	to	Nietzsche	and	the	Romantics.	On	this,	see	L.	Blaga,	L’Etre	historique	Paris,	
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and the German of various smaller nations. In looking at these translations, I am inter-
ested not just in the question of translators as agents of transculturation, but also in their 
capacity as performers of a particular cultural ideal of rootless rootedness. 
To give an example, when he wrote about Switzerland, he did not just name the key-
words of Swiss culture. Instead, he juxtaposed what he believed to be the more ‘petit-
bourgeois’, cosy language of the Swiss to the more abstract and elevated equivalents in 
high German. The Swiss words pfiffig – which his French translator rendered as rusé – is 
contrasted with the German überlegen – supérieur. Likewise, the term wichigtuerisch – in 
French, arrogant – is contrasted with selbstbewusst – translated as conscient de sa valeur. 
The Swiss Niedertracht is contrasted with Gemeinheit, the Swiss for ruchlos – infame in 
French – is juxtaposed with hässlich – laid. In addition to this juxtaposition, he offered 
a mini-theory which explained this difference between Swiss and high German through 
a process of standardisation and what he calls ‘normalcy’, a word he leaves in its English 
original. 
As an author, Keyserling played a subtle game with his reader. But so did his translators. 
By translating the analytic voice of the original into French, Spanish and English, they 
gave Keyserling’s German a more ethnographic status than his own version permitted. 
German was no longer the level of supranational analysis for other cultures, but merely 
one of several cultures being compared. In translation, Keyserling therefore appears as a 
less privileged authority than in the German original. In his own mind, languages such 
as Spanish, Romanian and Portuguese were on a lower level of cultural development 
than German and English and even, in some cases, Russian. As he put it, a ‘nation can 
achieve significance for humanity only in certain respects; namely, in those wherein its 
special aptitudes fit it to become the appointed organ for all humanity.’ Like in individu-
als, however, talents were not distributed equally among languages and cultures. There 
are ‘peoples of a higher and a lower value’.23 Moreover, their relative worth can change 
over time: thus today, in the 1920s, the ‘Germans and the Russians signify more than 
the British and the French’.24 As he saw it, ‘above the individual nations arid cultures 
of Europe broods a new, living reality, that of the European’, and as a Balt of his so-
cial background, he was best placed to comprehend this future.25 Despite this, he also 
insisted that the spiritual relationship between the different cultures – as embodied in 
their languages – has a development of its own. In spiritual terms, and this concerned 
linguistic and cultural production, it is Germany and France, not Germany and Russia, 
which must prevail, according to Keyserling.26
In translation, the comparative and relativizing (even though not relativist) perspective 
of Keyserling the ethnographer prevails over the pathos of distance of the German-speak-
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whole, a more positive reception among his non-German readers than among his Ger-
man contemporaries. Keyserling’s most critical readings came from Germany. It was par-
ticualrly critics on the left such as Kurt Tucholsky who derided Keyserling, ‘le comique 
voyageur’, for his megalomaniac and superficial treatment of what he called ‘national 
cultures’. Tucholsky called Keyserling a ‘philosopher softened with the title of a count, 
or a count with a slight philosophical blemish on his coat of arms’.27 By contrast, his 
more conservative readers and those who were more inclined towards forms of spiritual-
ity had more time for Keyserling. Attendees and presenters at his summer academy, the 
School of Wisdom, included rabbi Leo Baeck, the philosopher Leopold Ziegler and the 
psychoanalyst Georg Groddeck. The Austrian activist for Europe Karl Anton Rohan was 
among Keyserling’s followers. 
His international following comprised significant numbers of exiled Russian, Spanish, 
French and English intellectuals. His final list of invitees to the school included the 
names of Ortega y Gasset and Madariaga along with Nikolai Berdiaeff, Nicholas Murray 
Butler, Jean-Paul Sartre, Benedetto Croce, Leo Baeck, Andre Malraux, Alfred Weber, 
G. B. Shaw, Aldous Juxley, Victoria Ocampo, as well as Martin Heidegger and C. G. 
Jung.28 Far from all of these people were actual devotees of Keyserling’s. In fact, many 
left critical accounts later in life. But what is clear is that Keyserling was taken far more 
seriously outside of Germany, and this comprised even Switzerland. As Carl Gustav Jung 
had remarked, ‘Keyserling is not to be taken as a joke,’ even though he himself thinks 
that ‘his book was written with a sense of humour’.29 Nonetheless, among his non-Ger-
man readers, particularly Spanish, French and English-speaking, Keyserling obtained 
the status of a persona who was more a fact of nature than an interlocutor whose opin-
ions one might disagree with. Critical voices on the left who came from non-German 
background for the most part did not bother writing about him; those writers who did 
write about Keyserling wrote about him as a symbol of old Europe. Victoria Ocampo 
accused Keyserling of associating the Latin American soul with reptiles because of her, 
Ocampo’s, refusal of engaging in a relationship with Keyserling. There were also other 
personal animosities and histories of falling out, such as the Indian poet Rabindranath 
Tagore’s eventual detachment from Keyserling’s circle, which he had originally been part 
of in the early 1920s.
III. The translators and their motives
Another dimension of the relationship between Keyserling’s translators and his text 
can be revealed if we consider the biographical background. His translators came from 
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persona as a Baltic Count than many of his German contemporaries. The reasons that 
persuaded his translators to perpetuate his work are related to the question why Keyser-
ling can be of interest to historians of this period and to theoretically minded literary 
scholars of any period. He was, first of all, the representative of a certain forgotten, but 
once influential group of European intellectuals. At the same time, he used this back-
ground to coin a unique process of writing and publicising. In his works, he performed 
a type of multilingualism that was characteristic of the social background he came from, 
the Baltic elite of Germanic provenance, but employed for generations by the Russian 
courts. This small segment of Europe’s old elites had developed a peculiar kind of qua-
trolingualism. Their mother tongue was usually German, but they had been raised sur-
rounded by both French and Russian as the languages of higher education, public careers 
and administration. In addition, the language that rivalled their mother tongue in their 
early childhood was English, because there was a tradition in the Baltic of employing 
English-speaking governesses to bring up children. They were also distantly familiar with 
the vernacular languages of the Baltic, especially Latvian and Estonian (to a much lesser 
extent, Yiddish), particularly through music they would have been exposed to on their 
estates. In addition to these four, Keyserling also spoke Spanish and Italian, though his 
command of these languages was far less perfect. Of course, many intellectuals from the 
upper middle classes and the bourgeoisie who came of age between the Belle Epoque and 
World War I were multilingual by education, and still a large number remained so in 
the interwar period. But this multilingualism was not quite comparable to the trilingual-
ism of the Baltic elites in terms of its consistency and the early age from which all four 
languages were acquired. 
His translators, too, had to be multilingual to grasp his texts. Keyserling’s French transla-
tor, Alzir Hella (1881–1953) was a typographer, a syndicalist and an anarchist; he had 
also translated Erich Maria Remarque and Stefan Zweig’s works into French, often in 
collaboration with Olivier Bournac.30 Hella was also Zweig’s literary agent. He formed 
part of a group of intellectuals who contributed to the translation of German thought 
into French in journals such as La Révue Européenne, between 1913 and the early 1930s. 
Keyserling’s translator into English was Maurice Samuel (1895–1972), a writer of Roma-
nian Jewish origin, who grew up in Manchester, became a Zionist, moved to the United 
States before returning to Europe in the late 1920s and embarking on a literary career. 
Samuel was the only one of his translators who also wrote his own works of fiction and 
journalism. In writings such as You Gentiles (1924) and I, The Jew (1927), he espoused a 
form of Jewish self-knowledge not dissimilar from Keyserling’s studies of his aristocratic 
self, and was mostly known as a translator from Yiddish. Keyserling’s Spanish transla-
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translated works by Thomas Mann and Walther Rathenau and formed part of Ortega y 
Gasset’s publishing house. 
At one level, the three translators have very different trajectories, which take them to 
Keyserling’s work. Pérez Bances and Hella translate more German and Scandinavian 
authors, particularly with vitalist leanings, while Samuel focuses almost exclusively on 
authors writing in Yiddish. Yet at closer sight, there are also more connections between 
the three. These concern their political and cultural links to Germanic culture. Before 
World War I, Pérez Bances had been involved in translating texts by Kropotkin and 
Vladimir Korolenko, a Russian lawyer and political activist who in 1911 was in charge of 
the defence of in a famous case where a Jewish man, Menahem Mendel Beilis, had been 
accused in a Kiev court of assassination and blood libel.31 The Beilis case was instantly 
described as the Russian equivalent of the Dreyfus trial, even though what made it more 
dramatic still was that Beilis, unlike Dreyfus, did not belong to the establishment of 
Russian society. The trial, which had turned into an absurd demonstration of Russian 
conspirology led by the highest political establishment, raised the question ‘about the 
consumption of Christian blood by Jews in the age of cinematography and aeroplans’, 
aroused Europe’s indignation through the press, which mediated the case widely. The 
production of a fabricated case against Beilis, who was accused of having brutally mur-
dered a Christian boy, was facilitated by the so-called Black hundreds groups in the Rus-
sian empire. Once the case reached greater resonance, and with the memory of Zola’s 
involvement in the Dreyfus case in their mind, numerous leading European intellectuals 
spoke out publicly in defence of Beilis: Thomas Mann, Werner Sombart, HG Wells, 
Thomas Hardy, and Gerhart Hauptmann. The case, which lasted from 1911 to 1913, 
produced numerous works of literature as well, the most famous of which was Sholom 
Aleikhem’s ‘Bloody joke’, and Leon Trotsky’s essay ‘Under the sign of Beilis’ trial’, pub-
lished in Die Neue Zeit. By the 1930s, many people involved in the case on both sides, 
i.e. the former tsarist establishment and its victims, had gathered as exiles in the South 
of France, particularly in Nice.32 After 1933, they were joined by Thomas Mann, Stefan 
Zweig, Sholem Asch, Gerhart Hauptmann, and other authors.
The Jewish theme as a feature of the linguistic and social background of some of the 
authors that the three translators were involved with connected Hella, Samuel, Pérez 
Bances as a sort of ‘third object’. Samuel was not only a translator of the Yiddish writer 
Scholem Asch and others. He had also been involved in recruiting Yiddish-speaking 
soldiers for the US army whilst in the United States, and I am yet to find out to what 
extent Hella’s work as a translator of Sholem Asch might also throw light on his social 
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lives of Keyserling and his translators did, in fact, shape a new discourse and a new body 
of readers: consumers of psychogeography who were interested in Keyserling’s rootless 
existentialism.
What emerges from this provisional overview is that in the case of Keyserling and his 
translators, author and translators alike lived in a continuum where shifting linguistic 
and personal identity was the centre of attention. Many of these writers spoke all the ma-
jor European languages, and some in addition knew Yiddish. They gathered at congresses 
in defence of culture, such as the PEN congress in Dubrovnik in 1933, and several of 
them, notably Maurice Samuel, went as far back as the congress of Yiddish writers in 
Czernowitz from 1908. In the case of Samuel, we also have an author who endorsed 
Keyserling’s home genre of autobiographic ethnography. In texts such as I, Jew, and You 
Gentiles, Samuel performed a similarly autoreflexive and sprawling analysis of his Jewish-
ness as Keyserling of his Balticdom, and it is for this reason that Samuel the translator 
makes an appearance inside Keyserling’s original text as an author who is being praised. 
The key task of the translators was to open up for Keyserling audiences to which he 
would have not found immediate access, and which did not exist in the same form 
among his German-speaking readers. When Keyserling came to lecture in Madrid, the 
Spanish newspaper quoted his translator José Ramón José Pérez Bances in calling him 
‚el ex hidalgo del Báltico’, a title that also reaches him in Victoria Ocampo’s magazine 
Sur. Keyserling’s Spanish audiences emphasised his qualities as an Estonian latifundist 
and ex-hidalgo, placing him at the same time on the same plane as Don Quixote and 
as a specifically Germanic import product. ‘Antiguo hidalgo de Estonia, hoy es el conde 
de Keyserling un errabundo descubridor de reinos espirituales,’ read one of the articles 
covering Keyserling’s visit to Spain in 1929.33 This ex-latifundian quality was also much 
commented upon in Latin American contexts. For his English and French readers, by 
contrast, Keyserling becomes more a symbol of restlessness and a wandering elitism.34 
By contrast, his French readers perceive Keyserling’s image as a wandering Baron in much 
closer proximity to discussions of Jewish rootlessness and the displacement of Eastern 
European Jewry. The author Romain Gary, himself of Romanian Jewish background, 
places Keyserling in his fictionalised autobiography of Jewish emigres in a discussion 
about Europe’s decline and future. Authors like Gary often channel a peculiar kind of 
‘exilic humour’ through the mouths of Keyserling-like figures, such as the perpetually 
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writing from the twentieth century, Keyserling presents a particularly odd case. For au-
thors familiar with the history of Jews in Eastern Europe, a Baltic Baron could hardly be 
a figure of appeal. Too often had writers denounced and exposed the degree to which the 
Baltic Barons collaborated with the tsarist authorities in fuelling anti-Jewish sentiment 
at pogroms from the late nineteenth century to the case of Beilis in the last years before 
World War I. Likewise, Keyserling’s ambivalent statements about Jews puzzled Jewish 
and gentile Germans alike. In fact, read today, Keyserling’s statements on the Jews in 
Europe appear antisemitic. He rehearses the familiar tropes of rootlessness and parasitical 
cultures, of lack of military virtues etc. 
There is also another side to Keyserling’s interest in Jewish culture. It connects to his 
broader interest in the Orient and the Jews as an oriental people. By recreating the ethnic 
jokes that characterised the multicultural hierarchies of the Baltic, Keyserling performed 
a peculiar form of recognition for Jewish culture. By the end of the 1920s, it appears that 
Keyserling took a great interest in Zionism and had even planned a trip to Jerusalem in 
1929/30, which, however, did not take place. His correspondence partners regarding 
this trip ranged from his translator, Maurice Samuel, to Arthur Balfour, Chancellor Sir 
John Robert, the Zionist organisation.36 In his final work, Journey Through Time, pub-
lished posthumously, Keyserling asserted that there was similarity in the way the Balts 
loved Germany and the Jews had loved Palestine: it was ‘productive’, not like the ‘stale 
relationship of old partners in marriage’, because of the distance which existed between 
their object of affections and their actual existence. 
The ambivalence in Keyserling’s attitude towards the Jews was in many ways the dis-
tinctive feature of his performance as an author in German and non-German contexts. 
Originally, he had planned a separate chapter on the Jews in the book on Europe, and 
a manuscript of this German chapter is available in his archive.37 What remains in the 
final book are only parts of this much more exhaustive chapter. In the published parts, 
Keyserling asserted the consistency with which Jews had preserved their spirit through 
the ages. Praising the work of his own future translator Maurice Samuel, he credited the 
‘Zionist leader’ for his work You Gentiles (pp. 3-4) for having identified the role of Jewish 
revolutionaries in present-day socialism and Bolshevism as a spirit which testified to the 
persistence of ethical norms within the Jewish peoples which were comparable to the way 
Christianity had destroyed the norms of antiquity but created the norms of a new world. 
The Jew, he argued, appeared ‘tactless’ because they were ‘out of sync’ (or tact) with their 
‘host peoples. He even adds that the Spanish Jews under the Moors had belonged to the 
nobility and that the feudal Moorish concept of nobility might well have Jewish roots. 
Having passed over other qualities of the Jews, such as their ‘often embarrassing admi-
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‘without a doubt are an alien people in Europe’, yet that they ‘belong to the European 
community as their inseparable part’. The literary reference he uses to reference this is a 
story narrated by Gogol about a day when the devil stole the Jew from the village: at first 
everyone was happy, then, things started going wrong.38 He then goes on to compare the 
usefulness of Jews to various European countries to the usefulness of apparently unwel-
come bacteria to the body. In any community, therefore, he asserts, the Jew would be the 
best Englishman, the best Frenchman, etc. Despite having understanding for Zionism 
from the point of the Jews, he insisted that it was other peoples who had to benefit and 
learn from the Jews who, despite adversities, managed to reach such a high presence even 
among ruling dynasties. ‘Are we younger ones not going to be in a similar position?’ he 
asked, suggesting a link to the position of the Baltic elite after its demise in the Russian 
revolution.
In affirming the radical difference between Jewish and German culture, Keyserling effec-
tively affirmed the subaltern voices of authors writing in Yiddish who desired to elevate 
the so-called ‘Jargon’ of the Eastern European Jews to the status of a language in its own 
right. Moreover, in the political context of the twentieth century, this agenda was not re-
stricted to a merely literary identity politics. A number of translators appear to have been 
involved in social networks, which were at the forefront of legal and political struggles 
for human rights in the last decade of Europe’s empires and into the mid-1930s. Schol-
ars, too, were becoming increasingly interested in the opportunities, which the history 
of the Jewish people offered for those who were interested in global history.39 This side 
of Keyserling’s oeuvre and that of his readers opens up a new perspective onto the East-
ern European Dreyfusards who were perpetually homeless even in movements such as 
revolutionary socialism and Zionism. Literary production seems to be an object they 
shared, which also provided them with an opportunity to perform more subtle forms of 
identity. They were lovers of Yiddish and English, like Samuel, of German and Russian, 
like Keyserling, and personal devotees of particular authors, such as Hella’s long-lasting 
relationship with Zweig. They also formed an unconscious community of intellectuals 
from key peripheries of Europe where the frontiers between former empires persisted 
long after these empires themselves had gone. Their literary work maintained empire as a 
sort of land of untranslatables, an imagined shared space to which they wanted to main-
tain privileged access. It was prophetic, however, that Keyserling’s only word for Austria, 
coined in 1928, was Anschluss, and the word for the Balkans was the Ukrainian-Russian 
word ‘soul’. Yiddish was as absent from his text as it would soon vanish from the cultural 
map of East Central Europe and later, New York’s Lower Eastside. 
In translation, then, Keyserling’s Europe gives voice to Europe’s subaltern cultures by turn-
ing German, French and English into sources of ethnography that could be compared to 
the languages of the European South and East. It is somewhat unexpected, perhaps, that 
this subaltern voice is that of a Baltic Baron and ex-hidalgo. However, if we think of the 
38	 Ibid,	pp.	4-9.
39	 Cf.	S.	Dubnow,	Weltgeschichte	des	Jüdischen	Volkes,	Berlin	925–929.
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origins of subaltern writing in the later twentieth century, this is not altogether surpris-
ing: here, too, a connection of Keyserling’s, the Brahmin Rabindranath Tagore, inspired 
several generations of Bengali intellectuals to start thinking postimperially.40 
40	 I	am	thinking	particularly	of	the	trajectory	of	subaltern	thought	which	reaches	from	Tagore	to	Amartya	Sen	and	
Dipesh	Chakrabarty.	Cf.	R.	Tagore,	Nationalism,	London	98;	A.	Sen,	Poverty	and	Famines:	An	Essay	on	Entitle-
ment	and	Deprivation,	Oxford	982;	Gayatri	Chakravorty	Spivak,	‘Can	the	subaltern	speak?’,	in	Cary	Nelson	and	
Lawrence	Grossberg	(eds.),	Marxism	and	the	Interpretation	of	Culture,	London	988,	24-28:	Dipesh	Chakrabarty,	
Provincialising	Europe:	Postcolonial	Thought	and	Historical	Difference,	Princeton	2000.
